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(3) Method and system for estimating the neutral point of a steering wheel. 



(57) A method is provided which permits accurate 
estimation of the neutral point of a steering 
wheel while a vehicle is traveling. In this 
method, a wheel angle is detected whenever a 
condition, wherein the car speed has reached a 
specified speed or higher, the working pressure 
of a hydraulic power steering has not virtually 
risen yet, and the steering wheel has not yet 
virtually steered, lasts for a specified time ; the 
detection frequency distribution, which corres- 
ponds to the detected wheel angles, is deter- 
mined ; the weighted mean value of the wheel 
angles is calculated from the detection fre- 
quency distribution ; and the weighted mean 
value is estimated as the neutral point of the 
steering wheel. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a method and 
system for estimating the neutral point of the steering 
wheel of a vehicle while the vehicle is traveling. 

In a vehicle provided with electronic control 
equipment which is controlled in accordance with a 
steering condition, the steering wheel, i.e., the steer- 
ing shaft, is generally equipped with a wheel angle 
sensor. This wheel angle sensor functions to detect a 
wheel angle when the steering wheel is steered, for 
allowing a front-wheel steering angle to be deter- 
mined from the detected wheel angle. 

The steering angle of front wheels provides an im- 
portant control factor for implementing, for example, 
rear-wheel steering control or the trace control and 
the like of a traction control system; therefore, the 
wheel angle sensor must be capable of detecting the 
steering angle of front wheels with high accuracy. 

The wheel angle sensor is designed to detect a 
wheel angle when the steering wheel is steered to the 
right or left from its neutral point, i.e., the front-wheel 
steering angle. For this reason, a vehicle must be 
traveling straight ahead whenever the neutral point of 
the steering wheel is detected through the wheel an- 
gle sensor. 

If, however, there is an error in the installation of 
a steering column or a wheel angle sensor, or if a play 
or the like develops in a steering system extending 
from the steering wheel to the front wheels as the ve- 
hicle is subjected to external forces, then the neutral 
point of the steering wheel fails to fully coincide with 
the straight-ahead travel of the vehicle. 

Under such circumstances, the front- wheel steer- 
ing angle detected through the wheel angle sensor 
becomes inaccurate, making it impossible to carry 
out optimum rear-wheel steering control or trace con- 
trol as mentioned above. 

As a prior example focusing on such a problem, 
Japanese Utility Model Applications Laid-Open H2- 
85675 (USP5018594, DE3942494, GB2228460) dis- 
closes a technology for correcting the neutral point of 
a wheel angle sensor output on the basis of the output 
of the wheel angle sensor obtained when the pres- 
sure difference between the right and left pressure 
chambers of a power steering unit is zero. 

In an actual vehicle, however, the condition 
where the zero pressure difference between the right 
and left pressure chambers of the power steering unit 
takes place not only at a particular wheel angle but 
over a certain range of wheel angles. Therefore, the 
aforesaid method cannot ensure accurate correction 
of the aforesaid neutral point. 

Theoretically, th problem with the abov - 
mentioned prior example can be solved by using a de- 
vice for accurately detecting whet her front wheels are 
in the straight-ahead travel condition instead of de- 
tecting whether the aforementioned pressure differ- 



ence is zero, however, no such convenient detecting 
device has been put in practical use. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

5 

The present invention is based on the aforesaid 
circumstances, and its object is to provide a method 
and system for estimating the neutral point of a steer- 
ing wheel, which method is useful for permitting cor- 

10 rection of a sensor signal of a wheel angle sensor or 
implementation of a highly accurate detection of a 
front-wheel steering angle. 

To fulfill the aforesaid object, according to the 
present invention, a method and system for estimat- 

15 ing the neutral position of a steering wheel is provid- 
ed, which method and system comprise a straight- 
ahead travel judgment step and means of judging that 
a vehicle is in a straight ahead travel condition, and a 
neutral point estimating step of estimating the neutral 

20 point of an output of a wheel angle sensor on the basis 
of an output of the wheel angle sensor obtained under 
a condition where the aforesaid straight-ahead travel 
condition of the vehicle is recognized. In the method 
according to the present invention, the aforesaid 

25 straight-ahead travel judgement step and means 
comprise a first detection step and means of detect- 
ing that the aforesaid straight-ahead travel condition 
has lasted for a specified time, and a second detec- 
tion step and means of detecting an output of the 

30 aforesaid wheel angle sensor at intervals of a speci- 
fied cycle which is shorter than the aforesaid speci- 
fied time, until the lapse of the aforesaid specified 
time is detected. Further, the aforesaid neutral esti- 
mating step and means comprise a distribution calcu- 

35 lating step and means of determining a detection fre- 
quency distribution which corresponds to a series of 
wheel angles detected in the aforesaid second detec- 
tion step, and a neutral point deciding step and means 
of determining the neutral point of a wheel angle sen- 

40 sor output from the aforesaid detection frequency dis- 
tribution. 

According tothe control method of the presentin- 
vention, a series of detected wheel angles are ob- 
tained from the outputs of the wheel angle sensor 

45 when the straight-ahead travel condition of a vehicle 
lasts for a specified time, and the neutral point of the 
wheel angle sensor is output. In turn, the neutral point 
of the steering wheel is estimated from the detection 
frequency distribution corresponding to that series of 

50 detected wheel angles; therefore, it is possible to ac- 
curately determine the neutral point of the steering 
wheel even if the straight-ahead travel condition of a 
vehicle can be determined only with a certain degr e 
of accuracy. 

55 Preferably, in the distribution calculating st pand 
means of the neutral point deciding step and means, 
the detection frequency distribution is determined 
based on the wheel angle detection frequenci s in a 
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plurality of small wheel angle regions obtained by div- 
iding a specified wheel angle region. Further, the 
neutral point deciding step and means include a 
weighted mean step and means of calculating the 
weighted mean value of detected wheel angles, as 5 
the neutral point of the wheel angle sensor output, 
from the detection frequency distribution, for thereby 
making it possible to accurately determine the neutral 
point of the steering wheel. 

In a preferable estimating method according to 10 
the present invention, the straight-ahead travel con- 
dition can be easily judged by judging the straight- 
ahead travel condition of a vehicle on when the work- 
ing pressure of a hydraulic power steering system for 
assisting the operating physical force of the steering 15 
wheel is a specif ied pressure or less. 

According to another preferable estimating 
method, accurate judgment of the straight-ahead 
travel condition can be performed by rendering the 
judgment of the straight-ahead travel condition valid 20 
only when it is determined that the car speed is a spe- 
cified car speed or higher or when no steering speed 
of a specified value or higher is generated. This per- 
mits accurate determination of the neutral point of a 
steering wheel. 25 

According to still another preferable estimating 
method, it is made possible to accurately estimate the 
neutral point with a reduced memory capacity by pro- 
viding a plurality of arrays for accumulating the val- 
ues, which indicate wheel angle detection frequen- 30 
cies in a plurality of small wheel angle regions, by de- 
termining the detection frequency distribution by add- 
ing one to an accumulated value which corresponds 
to a detected wheel angle of the plurality of arrays 
each time a wheel angle sensor output is detected, 35 
and subtracting one from the accumulated values of 
all the arrays when there is an array which has a val- 
ue exceeding a maximum allowable value. 

Other characteristics and advantages of the 
present invention will be made apparent from the de- 40 
scription of an embodiment explained in connection 
with the accompanying drawings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

45 

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a steering sys- 
tem for an embodiment of the present invention; 
FIG. 2 is a flowchart which shows a part of an es- 
timating routine in a neutral point estimating 
method for a steering wheel according to an em- so 
bodiment of the present invention; 
FIG. 3 is a flowchart which shows the rest of the 
estimating routine which is partly shown in FIG. 
2; 

FIG. 4 is a graph which shows t he relationship be- 55 
tween wheel input torque and power steering 
pressure; 

FIG. 5 is a graph which shows changes in power 



steering pressure caused by changes in wheel 
angle with the laps oftim ; 
FIG. 6 is a graph which shows a part of the fre- 
quency distribution of a wheel neutral angle; 
FIG. 7 is a graph which shows a state wherein the 
frequency distribution of FIG. 6 has been lowered 
by one level; and 

FIG. 8 is a graph which schematically shows the 
whole frequency distribution of the wheel neutral 
angles. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION FOR THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS OF THE PRESENT INVENTION 

Referring to FIG. 1, a hydraulic power steering 
system of a vehicle is schematically shown. This hy- 
draulic power steering system is equipped with a pow- 
er cylinder 1, and both ends of a piston rod 2 in the 
power cylinder 1 are arranged to be linked to the right 
and left front wheels although they are not illustrated. 

Further, the piston rod 2 and a steering wheel 3, 
i.e., its steering shaft 4, are interconnected via a rack 
and a pinion although they are not illustrated. Accord- 
ingly, when the steering wheel 3 is steered to the right 
or left, the piston rod 2 is mechanically driven via the 
rack and pinion, thus making it possible to drive the 
front wheels to the right or left. 

On the other hand, the power cylinder 1 incorpor- 
ates a pair of pressure chambers (not shown) formed 
on both sides of the piston by the piston made integral 
with the piston rod 2 and the circumferential wall of 
the power cylinder. These pressure chambers are 
connected to a control valve 7 of the power steering 
system via hydraulic lines 5 and 6. A hydraulic supply 
line 8 extends from the control valve 7 and the hy- 
draulic supply line 8 is connected to a hydraulic reser- 
voir 11 via a hydraulic pump 10 driven by an engine 
9. Areturn line 12 also extends from the control valve 
7, and the return line 12 is directly connected to the 
hydraulic reservoir 11. 

When the steering wheel 3 is steered, the afore- 
mentioned control valve 7 is operated to supply oil 
pressure to a pressure chamber, which corresponds 
to that steering direction for actuating the piston rod 
2 by the hydraulic pressure, and thus adds to the 
steering power of the steering wheel 3. When the 
steering wheel 3 is not steered, the control valve 7 is 
in the neutral position, and the hydraulic pressure 
supplied from the hydraulic pump 10 is immediately 
returned to the hydraulic reservoir 11 from the control 
valve 7 via the return line 12; therefore, no pressure 
difference develops between the right and left pres- 
sure chambers of the power cylinder 1. 

Awheel angle sensor 1 3 is mounted on the st r- 
ing shaft 4, and the wheel angle sensor 13 is electri- 
cally connected to a controller, for instance, a one- 
chip microcomputer 14. In the case of this embodi- 
ment, the wheel angle sensor 13 is a digital type sen- 
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sor using a photo interrupter; therefore, when th 
steering wheel 3 is steered, the wheel angle sensor 
13 detects the wheel angle of the steering wheel 3 
with a resolution of 1° and supplies the wheel angle 
to the microcomputer 14. 

The microcomputer 14 incorporates a program 
for estimating, that is, computing, the neutral point of 
the steering wheel 3. To implementthe program, elec- 
trically connected to the microcomputer 14 are pres- 
sure sensors 1 5 and 1 6 for detecting the pressures in 
the right and left pressure chambers of the power 
steering 1, and a car speed sensor 17 for detecting 
the speed of the vehicle, in addition to the wheel an- 
gle'sensor 13. 

Next, referring to FIG. 2 and FIG. 3, a routine for 
estimating the neutral point of the steering wheel 3, 
which is carried out by the microcomputer 14, is 
shown. The following portion provides an explanation 
for this estimating routine. 

The estimating routine is designed to be repeat- 
edly implemented at intervals of 5-msec, for exam- 
ple. First, in a step S1 , initialization is performed. Dur- 
ing the initialization process, the values of, for exam- 
ple, a counter C, a flag F, and a plurality of arrays D 
[8H(n)] for storing wheel angle detection frequencies 
to be discussed later are all reset to 0. 

The arrays D [GH(n)] are installed, for instance, in 
a memory of the microcomputer 14, each array con- 
sists of a memory area including 8 bits, for example. 
Each array is related to a corresponding one of a plur- 
ality of small wheel angle ranges or regions, which are 
obtained by dividing a specified wheel angle range or 
region wherein the wheel angle changes, for in- 
stance, from GH(-n1) to 9H(n1), and each array is de- 
signed to store a detection frequency of wheel angles 
that fall into the small wheel angle range concerned. 
In this embodiment, it is assumed that the wheel an- 
gle 6H detected as a neutral point (wheel neutral an- 
gle) "n" of the steering wheel 3 takes a value which 
fails into a range from -10° to 10°; therefore, the wheel 
angles 9 (-n1) and G (n1) which correspond to the 
small wheel angle ranges on both ends of the speci- 
fied wheel angle range, i.e., the minimum wheel neu- 
tral angle - n1 and the maximum wheel neutral angle 
n1, are set to -10° and 10°, respectively. Also, the an- 
gle width of the small wheel angle range is set to 1° 
which is equivalent to the resolution of the wheel an- 
gle sensor 13. Accordingly, the specified wheel angle 
range from -10° to 10° is divided into(2n1 + 1) ranges, 
namely, 21 small wheel angle ranges. 

In the subsequent step S2, a car speed V, pres- 
sures PL and PR of the pressure chambers, and a 
wheel angle GH supplied from the aforesaid sensors 
are read into the microcomputer 14. Then in a step 
S3, a power steering pressure A P of the power cylin- 
der 1 is calculated. 

The power steering pressure A P of the power cy- 
linder 1 is calculated from a difference between the 



pressure PL and the pressure PR detected through a 
pair of pressure sensors 15 and 16. The power steer- 
ing pressure A P is calculated from the formula given 
below: 

5 A P = PL - PR. 

In the following steps S4 and S5, the system 
judges in sequence whether the car speed V has ex- 
ceeded a specified car speed V60 (e.g., 60km/h) and 
the absolute value of the power steering pressure A 

10 P, i.e., | A P | , is a specified pressure P1 (e.g., 
1kgf/cm 2 ) or less. 

If the judgment result of either the step S4 or S5 
is negative (NO), then the system executes a step S6 
and goes back to the step S2 to repeat the step S2 

15 and the subsequent steps. In the step S6, the values 
of the counter C and the flag F are reset to 0. 

On the other hand, if the judgment results of both 
steps S4 and S5 are positive (YES), then the system 
judges in a step S7 whether the flag F is set to 0. 

20 Here, under a condition where the judgment results of 
both steps S4 and S5 become positive for the first 
time, t he judgment result in the step S7 becomes pos- 
itive; therefore, the system proceeds to a step S8, 
stores the wheel angle GH at that time as a reference 

25 wheel angle GH(B), and the system sets 1 in the flag 
F in a step S9. 

Specifically, the condition, where the judgment 
results of both steps S4 and S5 become positive, in- 
dicates that the vehicle is traveling at a medium or 

30 higher speed, the steering wheel 3 is not steered, that 
is, the absolute value of a wheel input torque is a spe- 
cified value or less, and the power steering pressure 
A P has not virtually risen in the power cylinder 1 as 
shown in FIG. 4. In other words, this condition ind'h 

35 cates that a vehicle is traveling straight ahead. 

When the steering wheel 3 is steered to the right 
or left, the power steering pressure A P that appears 
in the power cylinder 1 changes as shown in FIG. 5. 
As is obvious from FIG. 5, the power steering pres- 

40 sure A P does not virtually rise until the steering wheel 
3 is steered by a specified wheel angle | 8H1 | or 
more from its neutral point. 

Accordingly, the reference wheel angle 8H(B) ob- 
tained by implementing the step S8 comes to tempor- 

45 arily indicate the neutral point of the steering wheel 3 
when the vehicle is traveling straight ahead. 

After the step S9 is implemented, the steps fol- 
lowing the step S2 are repeated. If the system reach- 
es the step S7 with the judgment results of the steps 

so S4 and S5 being both positive, then the judgment re- 
sult of the step S7 becomes negative, which causes 
the next step S10 to be carried out 

In this step S10, the deviation of the wheel angle 
GH from the reference wheel angle GH(B), namely, a 

55 wheel angle deviation A GH, is calculated from the fol- 
lowing formula: 

A GH = GH - GH(B). 
In the next step S11, the system judges whether 
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the absolute valu I A 9H I of the wheel angle devia- 
tion A 6H is a specified angle 91 or less (in the case 
of this embodiment, the specified angle is set, for ex- 
ample, to 01 = 1°, in consideration of the detection re- 
solution of the wheel angle sensor 13). If the judg- 
ment result is negative, the system goes through the 
aforesaid step S6 and then repeats the step S2 and 
the subsequent steps. 

On the other hand, if the judgment result of the 
step S11 is positive, then the value of the counter C 
is incremented by 1 in a step S12, and it is judged in 
the next step S13 whether the value of the counter C 
has reached a specified number C20 (e.g., 20). 

If the judgment in the step S13 is carried out im- 
mediately after the judgment result of the step S7 be- 
comes positive, then the judgment result will be neg- 
ative; therefore, the system goes back from the step 
to the step S2 to repeat the step S2 and the subse- 
quent steps. 

On the other hand, if the judgment result of the 
step S13 is positive, the system proceeds to a step 
S14 in FIG. 3. The condition, whereunder the step 
S14 is implemented, indicates a straight-ahead travel 
condition of a vehicle, wherein the car speed V is V60 
or more, the power steering pressure A P of the power 
cylinder 1 is the specified pressure P1 oriess.andthe 
wheel angular velocity is 10°/sec. or less as is obvious 
from the judgment results of the steps S4, S5, S11, 
and S13 as previously mentioned. 

More specifically, when it is considered that the 
estimating routine is repeated every 5msec. as pre- 
viously mentioned, to obtain a positive judgment re- 
sult of the step S13, the wheel angle deviation A0H 
must be maintained at a specified angle 61 (=1°) or 
less during 100msec; therefore, the wheel angular 
velocity becomes 10°/sec. or less. Accordingly, at this 
time, the steering wheel 3 is not virtually steered. 

' In the step S14, the wheel angle detection fre- 
quency D [GH(n)] related to one of the 21 small wheel 
angle ranges, which were obtained by dividing the 
specified wheel angle range from -1 0° to 1 0° by every 
1°, the one to which the wheel angle 8H (=9H(n)) read 
in the step S2 belongs is incremented by 1 as shown 
in the following formula: 

D[6H(n)] = D[8H(n)] + 1. 

Further, in the step S14, the counter C and the 
flag F are both reset to 0. 

In the next step S15, the system judges whether 
one or more stored values of the 21 memory areas 
(arrays), which indicate the wheel angle detection fre- 
quencies D [9H(n)] in the 21 small wheel angle rang- 
es, have reached a maximum permissible value M. 
The maximum permissible value M is set in accor- 
dance with the number of bits constituting the mem- 
ory area In this embodiment, the number of bits con- 
stituting the memory area is 8, and therefore, M = 
256. 

If the judgment result of the step S15 is negative. 



then the system proceeds to a step S17, and bypass- 
es a step S16. In the step S17, the weighted mean 
value Y of the wheel angle 9H detected as a wheel 
neutral angle "n" is calculated from the following for- 
5 mula: 

Y = Z(n.D[0H(n)})/2:D[9H(n)]. 
The addition represented by the symbol I in the 
above formula is carried out over a range from the 
minimum value -n1 to the maximum value n1 with re- 
10 spect to the variable "n" which indicates the small 
wheel angle range (wheel neutral angle) concerned. 

From the step S17, the system goes back to the 
step S2 of FIG. 2 to repeat the steps following S2. 
After that, whenever the aforesaid straight- 
15 ahead travel condition of the vehicle lasts for the spe- 
cified time, the value of the array D [0H(n)], which 
corresponds to the wheel angle 9H(n) detected as the 
wheel neutral angle "n" at that point, is increased in 
sequence. Accordingly, the value of the array D 
20 [9H(n)J represents the detection frequency of the 
wheel neutral angle "n;" therefore, the frequency dis- 
tribution, which corresponds to the wheel neutral an- 
gle "n," can be obtained as shown in FIG. 6. 

If the judgment result of the step S15 becomes 
25 positive, then the step S16 is executed before the 
step S17 is implemented. In the step S16, the value 
of each array D [GH(n)] is decremented by 1 provided 
that the value of the array D [8H(n)] is larger than 0 
within a range of -n1 ^ n ^ n1. 
30 More specifically, as shown in FIG. 6, when the 

value of the array D [9H(2)], which corresponds to 
n=2, for example, reaches the maximum permissible 
value M, the value of every D [9H(n)], whose value is 
1 or more, is decremented by 1. In other words, the 
35 frequency distribution shown in FIG. 6 is rewritten into 
the frequency distribution shown in FIG. 7 by deleting 
the hatched part to lower the frequency distribution 
by one level; therefore, the value of the array D 
[9H(n)] never exceeds the maximum permissible val- 
40 ue M. This makes it possible to decrease the capacity 
of the memory for holding the value of the array D 
[9H(n)] to a minimum, which is optimum for the micro- 
computer 14 mounted on a vehicle. 

As the aforesaid estimating routine is repeatedly 
45 implemented, data whose quantity is in the order of 
hundreds of pieces, regarding the wheel neutral angle 
"n" of the steering wheel 3, can be accumulated in a 
memory which is limited in capacity. Thus, as a whole, 
the detection frequency distribution of the wheel neu- 
50 tral angle "n" will be as shown in FIG. 8. Accordingly, 
the weighted mean value Y calculated in the afore- 
said step S17 accurately indicates the neutral point of 
the steering whe I 3 and th neutral point of the out- 
put of the wheel angle sensor 13 at which the vehicle 
55 is kept in the straight-ahead travel condition. 

The weighted mean value Y, i.e., the neutral point 
of the steering wheel 3, is supplied from the micro- 
computer 14 to a 4-wheel steering system (4WS sys- 
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tern) 18 or a traction control system (TCL system) 19 
as shown in FIG. 1 each time the neutral, point is cal- 
culated through the estimating routine, and th neu- 
tral point is used in these systems to correct the 
wheel angle 6H detected through the wheel angle 5 
sensor 13. Thus, in the 4WS system 18 or the TCL 
system 19, it is possible to carry out rear-wheel steer- 
ing control or trace control using the accurate wheel 
angle 6H, thereby allowing optimum control to be per- 
formed. 10 

The present invention is not limited to the em- 
bodiments described above but various modifications 
thereof may be made. For instance, the values of 
V60, P1, 61, and M are just examples and therefore 
they are not limited to those values. Further, the neu- 15 
tral point of the steering wheel estimated from the 
weighted mean value Yean be of course applied to di- 
verse control systems, which are based on wheel an- 
gles, other than the 4WS system and the TLC sys- 
tem. In addition, to decide the neutral point of the 20 
steering wheel easily, the wheel angle of the maxi- 
mum detection frequency may be decided as the neu- 
tral point of the steering wheel without calculating the 
weighted mean value Y. 

The invention being thus described, it will be ob- 25 
vious that the same may be varied in many ways. 
Such variations are not to be regarded as a departure 
from the spirit and scope of the invention, and all such 
modifications as would be obvious to one skilled in 
the art are intended to be included within the scope 30 
of the following claims. 



Claims 

35 

1. A method for estimating a neutral point of a steer- 
ing wheel for a vehicle comprising the steps of: 

(a) determining that the vehicle is in a straight 
ahead travel condition, including the steps of, 

(1) detecting that the determination of 40 
said straight ahead travel condition has 
lasted for a specified time at said step (a), 

and 

(2) detecting an output of a wheel angle 
sensor at intervals of a specified cycle 45 
which is shorter than said specified time, 

until the elapse of said specified time is 
detected; and 

(b) estimating a neutral point of a wheel angle 
sensor output on the basis of said output of 50 
said wheel angle sensor obtained under a 
condition where said straight ahead travel 
condition of th vehicle is determined, 

(1) determining a detection frequency dis- 
tribution, which corresponds to a series of 55 
wheel angles detected in said step (a)(2), 

and 

(2) determining said neutral point of said 



output of said wh el angl sensor from 
said detection frequency distribution. 

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein said 
step (b)(2) includes the step of calculating a 
weighted mean value of said series of wheel an- 
gles detected in said step (a)(2), as said neutral 
point of said output of said wheel angle sensor, 
from said detection frequency distribution. 

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein said 
step (b)(1) includes the step of determining said 
detection frequency distribution on the basis of 
wheel angle detection frequencies in a plurality of 
small wheel angle regions obtained by dividing a 
specified wheel angle region. 

4. The method according to claim 1 , where said step 
(a) includes the step of recognizing that a work- 
ing pressure of a hydraulic power steering unit for 
assisting an operating physical force of the steer- 
ing wheel is a specified pressure level or less to 
determine said straight-ahead travel condition. 

5. The method according to claim 4, wherein said 
working pressure is determined from a difference 
between first and second outputs of first and sec- 
ond pressure sensors installed in right and left 
pressure chambers of said hydraulic power steer- 
ing unit 

6. The method according to claim 1, wherein said 
step (a) includes the step of determining that said 
straight ahead travel condition is valid only when 
a car speed is judged to be a specified car speed 
value or more. 

7. The method according to claim 1, wherein said 
step (a) includes the step of determining that said 
straight ahead travel condition is valid only when 
the steering wheel is determined to fail to be vir- 
tually steered. 

8. The method according to claim 7, wherein said 
step of determining that the steering wheel has 
failed to have been virtually steered determines 
that a steering speed exceeding a specified 
steering speed value has failed to have been pro- 
duced within said specified time. 

9. The method according to claim 8, wherein said 
step of determining that the steering wheel has 
failed to have been virtually steered includes th 
steps of setting a detected wheel angle, which is 
obtained when said neutral position of said wheel 
angle sensor output is determined for a first time, 
as a reference wheel angl , and determining that 
said neutral position of said wheel angl sens r 
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output is valid only when a deviation between a 
wheel angle detected subsequently and said ref- 
erence wheel angle is a specified wheel angle 
value or less. 

10. The method according to claim 3, wherein said 
step (b)(1) includes the steps of providing a plur- 
ality of arrays for accumulating values represent- 
ing said wheel angle detection frequencies in said 
plurality of small wheel angle regions, and adding 
one to an accumulated value of one of said arrays 
which corresponds to a detected wheel angle 
from among said plurality of arrays each time said 
wheel angle sensor output is detected. 

-11. -The method according to claim 10, wherein a 
number by which said arrays are provided is set 
in accordance with a range of said specified 
wheel angle region and a resolution of said wheel 
angle sensor. 

12. The method according to claim 10, wherein said 
step (b)(1) further includes the step of subtract- 
ing one from said accumulated values for each of 
said arrays when one of said arrays has a value 
which exceeds a maximum permissible value. 

13. The method according to claim 12, wherein said 
step of subtracting is implemented only for each 
of said arrays which have values larger than zero. 

14. A system for estimating a neutral point of a steer- 
ing wheel of a vehicle, comprising: 

straight ahead travel determining means 
for determining that the vehicle is in a straight 
ahead travel condition; 

first detecting means for detecting that 
said straight ahead travel condition determined 
by said straight ahead travel determining means 
has lasted for a specified time; 

second detecting means for detecting an 
output of a wheel angle sensor at intervals of a 
specific cycle which is shorter than said specified 
time, until the elapse of said specified time is de- 
tected; 

neutral point estimating means for esti- 
mating a neutral point of a wheel angle sensor 
output on the basis of said output of said wheel 
angle sensor obtained when said straight ahead 
travel condition of the vehicle is determined by 
said straight ahead travel determining means; 

distribution calculating means for deter- 
mining a detection frequency distribution which 
corresponds to a series of wheel angles detected 
by said second detecting means; and 

neutral point deciding means for determin- 
ing said neutral point of said output of said wheel 
angle sensor from said detection frequency dis- 



tribution. 

15. The system according to claim 14, further com- 
prising weighted mean calculating means for cal- 
culating a weighted means value of said series of 
wheel angles detected by said second detecting 
means as said neutral point of said output of said 
wheel angle sensor from said detection frequen- 
cy distribution. 

16. The system according to claim 14, wherein said 
distribution calculating means determines said 
detection frequency distribution on the basis of 
wheel angle detection frequencies in a plurality of 
small wheel angle regions obtained by dividing a 
specified wheel angle region.. 

17. The system according to claim 14, wherein said 
straight ahead travel determining means deter- 
mines said straight ahead travel condition by rec- 
ognizing that a working pressure of a hydraulic 
power steering unit for assisting an operating 
physical force of the steering wheel is a specified 
pressure level or less. 

18. The system according to claim 17, further com- 
prising first and second pressure sensors instal- 
led in right and left pressure chambers of said hy- 
draulic power steering unit having first and sec- 
ond outputs so that said working pressure is de- 
termined from a difference between said first and 
second outputs. 

19. The system of claim 14, further comprising car 
35 speed judging means for determining that said 

straight ahead travel condition is valid only when 
a car speed is a specified car speed value or 
more. 

40 20. The system of claim 14, further comprising non- 
steering judging means for determining that said 
straight ahead travel condition is valid only when 
the steering wheel is determined to fail to be vir- 
tually steered. 

45 

21. The system of claim 20, wherein said non-steer- 
ing means determines that a steering speed ex- 
ceeding a specified steering speed value has 
failed to have been produced within said speci- 

50 f ied time. 

22. The system of claim 21, wherein said non-steer- 
ing means includes referenc value setting 
means for setting a detected wheel angle, which 

55 is obtained wh n said neutral position f said 

wheel angle sensor output is determined for a 
first time, as a reference wheel angle, and d via- 
tion judging means for determining that said neu- 
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tral position of said whe I angle sensor output is 
valid only when a deviation between a wheel an- 
gle detected subsequently and said reference 
wheel angle is a specified wheel angle or less. 

5 

23. The system according to claim 16, further com- 
prises a plurality of arrays for accumulating val- 
ues representing said wheel angle detection fre- 
quencies in said plurality of small wheel angle re- 
gions and an adder for adding one to an accumu- 1 o 
lated value of one of said arrays which corre- 
sponds to a detected wheel angle from among 

said plurality of arrays each time said wheel an- 
gle sensor output is detected. 

15 

24. The system according to claim 22, wherein a 
number by which said plurality of arrays are pro- 
vided is set in accordance with a range of said 
specified wheel angle region and a resolution of 
said wheel angle sensor. 20 

25. The system according to claim 22, further com- 
prising a subtracter for subtracting one from said 
accumulated values for each of said arrays when 

one of said arrays has a value which exceeds a 25 
maximum permissible value. 

26. The system according to claim 25, wherein said 
subtracter is implemented only for each of said 
arrays which have values larger than zero. 30 
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